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More Job Growth at Small 
Companies 

The latest NFIB survey shows the labor market is still strong. 


By 

James 

Freeman 

Jan. 9,20201250 pm ET 



The remarkable jobs rally at U.S. 
small businesses continued in 
December. That’s according to 
the latest National Federation of 
Independent Business monthly 
employment survey, due out later 
today. 

NFIB’s Chief Economist William 
Dunkelberg reports: 

Job creation did not change from 
November, with an average 
addition of 0.29 workers per firm, 
the highest level since May. Net job creation had faded from February’s 0.52 workers per 
firm to September’s 0.10, but is back in strong territory. Finding qualified workers remains 
the top issue for 23 percent reporting this as their number one problem, 4 points below 
August’s record high. 

The desire to hire among the owners of small firms remained robust. According Mr. Dunkelberg, 
“The 2019 small business labor market ended in much the same way as it began with strong 
hiring, elevated levels of open positions, and higher employee compensation.” Speaking of rising 
wages, the NFIB economist notes: “Attempting to fill open positions, historically high 
percentages of owners plan to raise worker compensation.” 
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In some industries, the competition for labor is especially fierce. NFIB reports: 

Sixty-two percent of construction firms reported few or no qualified applicants and 46 
percent cited the shortage of qualified labor as their top business problem. Comparable 
figures for manufacturing were 63 percent and 24 percent respectively. Growth is clearly 
constrained in these important sectors by a shortage of workers. 


Of course the myriad opportunities in the U.S. economy are not limited to small firms. Tomorrow 
the Department of Labor’s monthly employment report will provide a snapshot of payrolls at 
organizations of all sizes. As for today, there’s additional good news from the restaurant 
industry: “You Can Now Make $100,000 Working at Taco Bell” reports Bloomberg. Leslie Patton 
writes: 

Amid an increasingly tough U.S. labor market, the company is betting a higher salary will 
help it attract workers and keep them on the team. 

It certainly is a tough labor market for employers. For workers, it’s never been better. Ms. Patton 
adds that “stubbornly low unemployment is changing the face of fast food, which for decades has 
been seen as the quintessential low-wage job.” She writes: 

In November, the unemployment rate fell to 3.5%, matching the lowest since 1969, while 
average hourly earnings climbed and exceeded projections. 

CNN contributor Steve Cortes observes on Twitter that the Trump jobs boom is facilitating “the 
rise of the economic underdogs, the strivers”. Despite endless dubious claims of soaring income 
inequality from the political left, wages for workers have lately been rising faster than salaries 
for bosses. 

In the construction industry, where the NFIB survey and others have found a particular scarcity 
of workers, it looks like the worker shortage could get even more acute. The Journal’s Timothy 
Puko writes: 

President Trump proposed a major overhaul of federal environmental permitting, 
responding to business complaints of bureaucratic delays that have bogged down 
infrastructure projects such as roads and energy pipelines. 
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“We want to build new roads, bridges and highways bigger and faster,” Mr. Trump said from 
the White House, adding that the proposal would also help create new jobs. 

Sounds like a golden age for American underdogs and strivers. 


Bottom Stories of the Day 


It’s Lonely at the Middle 

“In Silicon Valley, some men say cosmetic procedures are essential to a career,” Washington Post, 
Jan. 9 

Monster of the Midway 

“Man reports coyote bit him in the buttocks on Gold Coast sidewalk,” Chicago Tribune, Jan. 9 


Follow James Freeman on Twitter. 

Subscribe to the Best of the Web email with one click. 

To suggest items, please email best@wsj.com. 

(Teresa Vozzo helps compile Best of the Web. Thanks to Wes Van Fleet.) 


Mr. Freeman is the co-author of “Borrowed Time,” now available from HarperBusiness. 
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